Early Greek medicine contained both natural and supernatural elements. Pharmaka, a broad term for drugs, referred to applications for magic, for poison, and for curing. The gods had a large role. The Iliad opened with an epidemic sent by Apollo, and medical solutions were often a search to discover what offended a particular god. By the time of Hesiod (~700 B.C.), Asclepian healing ceremonies consisted of a normalized set of rituals involving abstinence from food and wine, a sacrifice or gift to the god, and a nocturnal "incubational" period.
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(He also subscribed to a fifth, non-terrestrial element, the "quintessence" or "ether," which he believed existed in the heavens.) However, Aristotle's beliefs additionally incorporated the criterion of "sensibility" -to him the four-element theory had to meet standards of theory and observation.
Plato contended that regularities in the patterns of nature are explainable by geometrical relations between the surfaces of bodies that symbolically represent the four elements.
Aristotle felt that it is impossible for corporeal bodies to be made out of planes. An axiom of scientific explanation had been violated, he contended: "Perceptible things require perceptible principles, eternal things eternal principles, corruptible things corruptible principles" (De Caelo ("On The Heavens") 306a9-12). 6 For Aristotle, the properties of matter that counted were hot and cold, dry and moist, heavy and light, hard and soft, viscous and brittle, rough and smooth, coarse and fine (GR, 155). While Aristotle subscribed to a principled reality, these principles allegedly derived more from the perception of the world than from the mind. In that sense, his thought was in harmony with Alcmaeon's.
Aristotle moved these ideas in two scientific directions. First, he tried to account for change in the elements. Aristotle realized that matter's ability to go "crunch" was in need of explanation. According to him, change between the elements comes about by transformation of a contrary into its opposite -water turns into air when heat overcomes cold; air turns into fire when the moist is overpowered by the dry. These simple ideas bear an uncanny resemblance to modern thermodynamic and convection principles. Aristotle elaborated on the function of the elements with respect to the body. Air is taken into the body to cool the "innate heat" or pneuma within. Moistness is associated with the watery composition of the tissues. He describes the semen as "wet and waterlike" (GR, 159). Beyond the substance of the body, the form has "homogeneous parts" (flesh, bone, and blood) and "heterogeneous parts" (e.g., the face, hand, and foot) (CW, 996-7).
Together, the material and formal levels represented the "three degrees of composition" of the human body (CW, 1005). This nuanced system carried Aristotle beyond the purely philosophical domain and into the realm of medical science. In these works he described embryological development in fish and sharks, ruminants'
Aristotle's empirical side
four-chambered fore-stomachs, and the distinctive sutures of the human skull. Aristotle's progressive descriptions of the heart went considerably beyond the Hippocratic writings (Hippocratic physicians did not dissect human beings), and later provoked a response from Galen about Aristotle's method of dissecting as he went about testing the philosopher's ideas.
In a very unique way, Aristotle was able to respect both principled philosophy and observational natural philosophy. Both perspectives on nature led to a personal exploration of the causes of things, and his classic description in Physics, Book II of the various causes: material (natural "substance" and "substrata"); formal (the "shape and 6 form of things"); efficient (the "proximate source of change or rest"); and final (the "end or purpose of a thing"). Aristotle's active observational approach clearly passed to his followers and their intellectual progeny. To this day the elucidation of causal mechanisms is of utmost importance in medical practice and health research.
Indirect influence on medicine and biology
A more indirect influence on medical theory and practice might be traced to Aristotle's notion of a final cause. Aristotle explains, "Then there is what is a cause insofar as it is an end; this is the purpose of a thing; in this sense health, for instance, is the cause of a man's going for a walk" (Physica II 194b33-35). 8 Closely associated with the notion of purpose is that of chance, for random chance would seem to indicate that the behavior of a body or bodies are not governed by some purpose. Aristotle questions the role of Encompassing the idea of having an end is teleology, directedness towards a definite end.
William Harvey, in his examination of the role of the valves in the veinous circulation and the return of blood to the heart, was greatly impacted by Aristotle Tauber, "The self defines itself as it strives toward some undeclared and nebulous ideal." 12 Tauber also refers to the overcoming of values and "will to power" about which Nietzsche wrote. The main process for these contemporary thinkers, with Aristotle and
Nietzsche as the suppliers of definition, is the type of advancement the individual makes towards health.
Russian physician Konstantin Khroutski has introduced a personalist philosophy (or more accurately, cosmology) that avoids the Whiteheadian dilemma of invoking an
Aristotelian "first cause" in the health-related evolution of individuals. 13 Khroutski proposes that each individual has a "basic cosmist functionality" (BCF) which applies to their healthy trajectory in life. The BCF might be viewed in terms of an Aristotelian telos, or in a more contemporary sense as a biotype.
